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Shared Emotional Experiences and Cooperative Responses to a Social Dilemma
Johnathan Detwiler & Tracy Buit, Department of Psychology (Faculty Sponsor: Jay W. Jackson)
Introduction
Method
Results
Discussion
Personal and group interests do not always coincide. 
When individuals must choose to either cooperate with 
others to maximize a group incentive, or act in a way 
that maximizes personal incentives, the resulting 
conflict is a social dilemma (Dawes, 1980). 
Traditionally, researchers have focused on cognitive 
processes, such as cost-benefit analyses, when trying to 
understand people’s reactions to social dilemmas. 
Of course, people are also influenced by emotional and 
social-motivational forces. For example, research has 
demonstrated that when people are in a good mood, 
relative to a negative mood, they tend to be more 
cooperative and helpful. However, such research has 
focused on individuals in isolation from each other.  
Several studies have shown that when people interact, 
they tend to develop a sense of group identity which 
leads to greater levels of cooperation. 
The purpose of our research was to determine if having 
a shared emotional experience, even a negative one, 
would stimulate group identity and lead to greater 
levels of cooperation in response to a social dilemma. 
Then, they experienced a 6-minute slide show 
designed to stimulate  one of three moods: 
• positive  mood (puppies, a wedding etc.)
• negative mood (accident, starving child, etc.) or 
• neutral mood (a chair, a pencil, etc.). 
They experienced the slide show slide either:
• in isolation (alone condition) or 
• together in a room (group condition). 
Then they were escorted back to their individual 
cubicles where they completed standard measures of 
mood , group identity, normative expectations, and 
group-focused thoughts. Finally, the y responded to a 
standard social dilemma before being fully debriefed. 
Measures
• Group identity was assessed with Jackson’s (2002) measure 
(18 items, alpha = .94), e.g., I feel strong ties to the other 
members of my group; I found it difficult to form a bond with 
the other members of my group (R). Response options ranged 
from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7).
• Social dilemma cooperation. Each group member had 100 
chips, each worth 5¢, deposited in in a personal account. Each 
person had to decide how many chips to contribute to a group 
account. It was clearly explained that the sum of chips 
contributed to the group account would be doubled and 
redistributed equally among all group members, and that 
participants would receive what was left in their personal 
accounts plus their share of the group account. Decisions were 
private and irrevocable. Cooperation was defined as the 
number of chips contributed to the group account.
• Group-focused thoughts was assessed with three items,  When 
thinking about this study to what extent are you concerned 
with how only you will be affected? The group as a whole? To 
what extent are you concerned about how the others will feel 
after this study is over? (1 = not at all, 5 = extremely).
• Normative expectation was defined as the average of three 
items: Think about one of the other students in this study with 
you. How many chips do you think he or she will give to the 
group account?” (0 -100) [repeated 3 times]. 
As predicted, participants expressed significantly 
greater feelings of group identity when they 
experienced the emotional slideshows with others 
versus alone. This effect was significant with the 
negative stimuli, F (1, 73) = 4.68, p = .034 and the 
positive stimuli, F (1, 96) = 5.05, p = .027, but not the 
neutral stimuli (See Figure 1).
In conclusion, the results demonstrate the powerful 
role that shared emotional experiences, even negative 
ones, can have on feelings of group cohesion and 
overt expressions of group cooperation. 
In addition, our results identify two mechanisms that 
may help explain why group identification enhances 
cooperation with others. Specifically, normative 
expectations and concerns for the group seem to be 
important mechanisms for understanding this 
relationship.  
Figure 1. Results of parallel multiple mediation 
analysis. Bold arrows indicate significant paths.  
The indirect path of group identity on cooperation 
through normative expectations was significant, Effect 
= 3.068 (SE = 1.446), LLCI to ULCI = .236 to 5.940. The 
indirect path through group-focused thoughts was 
also significant, Effect = 2.660 (SE = .792), LLCI to ULCI 
= 1.227 to 4.358
Participants  (N = 244 PSY 120 students) were 
randomly assigned to one of six experimental conditions 
based on our 2 (Social condition: Alone or Group) x 3 
(Emotion condition: Negative, Neutral, or Positive) full-
factorial design.
Participants came to our laboratory in groups of four. 
They were escorted to isolated cubicles to complete 
standard measures of personality. 
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Figure 1. Group identity as a function of mood 
and social condition
Experienced in Isolation Experienced Together
Also consistent with our predictions, group identity had 
a statistically significant indirect effect on cooperation 
through two independent processes: (1) normative 
expectations (believing that the other group members 
would be cooperative), and (2) having more group-
focused thoughts than selfish thoughts while 
contemplating how many chips to contribute. The 
results of this analysis is shown in Figure 1. 
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